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For a quarter of a century, information 
and communications technologies (ICTs) 
have been changing the face of society at 
a rapid rate. We need to bear in mind that 
information technology only became wide-
spread among the general public from the 
mid-1980s with the launch of the first mi-
crocomputers, particularly the Macintosh in 
1984, and that the number of Internet users 
has risen in fifteen years from a fraction of 
one percent to over 21.9% of the world’s po-
pulation. Thus today, over 1.5 billion inha-
bitants of the globe regularly log on to the 
Internet. The influence of ICTs on daily life 
in industrialized societies means that they 
can no longer be ignored. Access to work, 
administrative formalities and the whole of 
civil life increasingly involve the use of these 
technologies.
 
If information technology looked rosy to 
many in the 80s and 90s, promising a more 
streamlined, less bureaucratic world which 
would be more fair and pleasant for all, it 
now appears that this optimistic outlook has 
turned grim: it would seem to be undeniable 
today that the huge use of ICTs has brought 
with it new problems, inequalities and 
powers. 
What can be done to avoid this new world 
created by widespread use of ICTs placing 
mankind in thrall to machines in the name 
of efficiency and security - or to new powers 
established by the empire of machines - and 
to ensure that we are not subjected to daily 
digital harassment by them? Scientists wor-
king on current developments in ICTs, both 
in the technical sphere and in social scien-
ces, cannot ignore the question, as they 
bear the responsibility.
In order to do this, it would seem to be 
desirable to evaluate the actual impact of 
ICTs on daily life and to consider the intrinsic 
consequences of the growth of these tech-
nologies, if they exist. We must also exa-
mine original solutions already implemented 
by men of good will, such as freeware for 
example, and to measure the political chal-
lenges of the growth of ICTs. This is what 
has been attempted in the workshop devo-
ted to ICTs, in which we tackled more spe-
cifically the issues of cultural diversity, use 
and regulation. The work was spread over 
four sessions whose themes were:
The process of deculturation and/or 1. 
acculturation in the information so-
ciety;
The neutrality of technology;2. 
New cultures and new practices in the 3. 
information society;
New powers and political challenges in 4. 
the information society.
The four sections below present specific 
reports on each session.
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rePort on “the Process 
of deculturation and/or 
acculturation in the inforMation 
society”
Jean-Marie PIERREL, rapporteur
The non-stop exchange of information 
taking place today across the globe through 
ICTs enables all of mankind to share in a 
common world culture. With the help of our 
speakers Rafael Capurro and Charles Ess, 
as well as the questions of our discussant, 
Monique Slodzian, this session allowed us to 
take stock of this issue by studying the re-
gulatory processes which have been imple-
mented and by emphasizing the impoveris-
hments and enrichments which result from 
these exchanges of information against the 
backdrop of the question “Is the world today 
flat?”.
 
Rafael Capurro’s contribution focused 
first of all on existing regulatory processes 
and on the relationships between ethics, law 
and public policy. After a preliminary remin-
der of the need in society for critical thinking 
on individual and societal behaviour and re-
gulations an initial conclusion was reached: 
the distinctions between ethics, law and pu-
blic policy are becoming blurred. Just at a 
time when statements of public policy usual-
ly provoke strong reactions from Internet 
users, when law as a catalyst for morality 
and ethics is becoming increasingly contro-
versial and when the Internet is proclaiming 
its independence from political authorities, 
ethical committees on the use of new tech-
nologies are being set up (claiming to be po-
litically independent and pluralist) under the 
authority of political powers (cf. Germany, 
France, the USA and also UNESCO). Simul-
taneously in Europe, a network is being es-
tablished to track the opinions expressed by 
members of the public on new technologies 
more closely. It is indeed clear that these 
different initiatives are moving towards buil-
ding new relationships between ethics, law 
and public policy.
 
In the second presentation, bearing in 
mind the ease of instant communication on 
a worldwide scale, Charles Ess raised the is-
sue of whether we are building a flat world, 
a world which is no longer defined economi-
cally, politically or socially in terms of geo-
graphical frontiers. 
This vision of a “flat” world rests on sup-
positions and promises of communication 
which have no validity and are culturally 
dangerous. Although it is true that at the 
outset the Web was based on Western cul-
ture to the detriment, for example, of culture 
from Asia, and on the white population ra-
ther than minority groups in the USA, the 
situation now seems to be changing. Mino-
rities are gradually finding their place in the 
digital world (cf. the appearance of digital 
avatars representing ethnic minorities in 
“Second Life”). 
Just as English reigned supreme in the 

















limited to non-accented Roman characters, 
now the current standards support character 
sets from different languages and are crea-
ting a Web presence for most languages. We 
can, however, rightly consider the wisdom of 
a sort of hybridisation of different cultures 
which runs the risk, through the demands of 
intercultural communications, of imposing 
a “thin culture” or “minimal culture”, which 
would constitute a significant impoverish-
ment of our diverse cultures. The danger is 
all the more great because a common culture 
of this kind actually runs the risk of modi-
fying our understanding in particular - our 
intercultural understanding and more gene-
rally, our understanding of our own world. 
Yet, despite these fears, electronic means 
of communication do not inevitably lead to 
the loss of traditional learning. Sometimes, 
they can even lead to a rebirth of languages 
and literature which would otherwise sink 
into oblivion. 
Problems of collective and individual 
responsibility then surface and the issue 
which arises again from the fundamental 
links between languages and cultures is that 
of knowing what action to take to enable 
cultural diversity to provide the antidote to 
cultural uniformity in an era in which infor-
mation and communication technologies 
tend to reduce language to a mere commu-
nicative tool. Once again, English seems to 
be imposing a type of cultural imperialism in 
form and content through the metadata and 
ontologies which are the medium of the se-
mantic Web. We feel that it is futile to want 
to define a structure and terminology com-
mon to all languages and that to stand up 
for linguistic equality is an ethical issue, too 
often hijacked by ad hoc institutional com-
mittees these days, whose principles we 
know, since Lisbon, to be governed more by 
economic preferences than a willingness to 
preserve diverse cultures.
In conclusion, in a world which is still see-
king its identity through globalization, it is 
appropriate to ask questions about the cur-
rent role of traditional ethics which are es-
sentially individual, when ethics committees 
established to regulate our technological so-
ciety are imposing an increasingly collective 
ethic between law and public policy.
 




Work in this session  tackled the issue of 
the neutrality of technology through the op-
tic of various ethical questions raised by re-
cent developments in new information and 
communication technologies.
It actually transpired that both Simon 
Rogerson and Michel Riguidel’s presenta-
tions show that society’s dependence on 
ICTs is causing a profound change in the re-
lationship between developers (engineers, 
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scientists, etc.), elected representatives 
and citizens. Technologies, (especially com-
munications technology) have more or less 
clearly defined socio-political agendas and 
raise ethical questions about the nature of 
our relationship with living things, the en-
vironment, our identity, politics, etc. Under 
these circumstances, discussions in the ses-
sion consisted of considering the issue of 
knowing how to ensure that this dependence 
on ICTs is supported in social terms, so that 
their use is not expressed by a growth in the 
phenomena of inequality which are already 
so marked in modern societies.
 
The call for ethics observed by discussion 
leaders seems to correspond to two comple-
mentary factors: the increase in pressure 
from ICTs on all aspects of daily life on the 
one hand, and increased use of the network 
by people from very different cultures on the 
other hand. In fact, recent developments in 
research into online use and the predicted 
network/object/human crossover is raising 
totally new questions about definitions of 
identity, the nature of the data that defines 
it and the degree of freedom and anonymity 
desired by citizens, thereby fundamentally 
questioning the balance traditionally esta-
blished in Western cultures between certain 
basic freedoms and the social rights gained 
since World War II. What workshop partici-
pants seem to be calling for is a redefinition 
of the terms of a new agreement on values 
through deliberation in an open area of go-
vernance, in accordance with transparent 
processes. 
The second factor makes the plan for a 
dialogue which is already particularly ambi-
tious to implement, even more complex by 
introducing an additional variable: multicul-
turalism. How can we establish a consensus 
on the nature of technical objects circulating 
on the World Wide Web when use is local or 
culturally based? How can we build an agree-
ment on the ethical values underlying tech-
nical deployment when users are from such 
different or even opposite backgrounds?
This fundamental question brought the 
discussions to a close.
rePort on “neW cultures and neW 
Practices in the inforMation 
society”
Philippe AIGRAIN, rapporteur
During this workshop, we had two pre-
sentations, one on access to knowledge and 
the other on knowledge production. 
Drawing on his experience as associate 
editor of the Stanford online encyclopaedia, 
Colin Allen described the three most com-
mon knowledge evaluation models:
Peer review. This is a hierarchical world 1. 
in which experts are assumed to have 
knowledge.
Wiki. Power is given to all without diffe-2. 
rentiation, although it quickly became 

















or absence of distinction does not 
work.
A stratified model in which each contri-3. 
butes according to their ability.
The third model has been adopted in the 
Stanford philosophical encyclopaedia, where 
different types of status are distinguished: 
editors, experts and enlightened amateurs. 
It should be emphasized that this encyclo-
paedia covers the fields of philosophy and 
logic, with much longer and more detailed 
entries than Wikipedia. 
Colin Allen then mentioned the InPhO 
project, which involves the constitution and 
maintenance of a dynamic ontology facilita-
ting access to the content of the Stanford 
philosophical encyclopaedia. This ontology 
takes as its starting point approximately 
2,000 terms and gradually grows on the ba-
sis of suggestions, with the editorial board 
examining and filtering suggestions. 
Naturally, this model raises questions 
about expertise in society, financing and 
the control which is and must be exercised. 
In this respect, there is a fear that groups 
with low skill levels could outnumber the 
experts. Traditional peer evaluation models 
established communities of scholars which 
advanced knowledge and mutual understan-
ding through their dialogue and exchanges, 
even when they were conflictual. Is there not 
therefore a risk that these former models 
based on respect for skills will disappear and 
that new editorial methods of evaluation by 
popular consent will take over? 
The Stanford online encyclopaedia pro-
ject - and the stratified model which it 
implements - is original in that it tries to 
answer these questions by adopting a hy-
brid approach which takes advantage of 
the feedback from a large number of peo-
ple while establishing a distinction based on 
competency. 
In the second presentation, Jeannette 
Wing described the notion of computational 
thinking. More specifically, this presenta-
tion concerned changes in the approach and 
creativity of scientists resulting from the de-
velopment of computers and e-sciences. It 
should be noted that in the English-speaking 
countries in which they are being greatly de-
veloped, the term e-sciences is usually ap-
plied to scientific practices which draw both 
on data disseminated on the web and on the 
computational power accessible through the 
web – what is termed grid computing. 
A number of e-science research projects 
currently exist in the United States, the Uni-
ted Kingdom and Australia. There are many 
e-science applications, not only in physics, 
medicine and bioinformatics, but also in the 
social sciences.
Having illustrated the applications of 
computational thinking in different fields 
in molecular biology, physics or the neuro-
sciences using several examples, Jeannette 
Wing showed how these practices transform 
individual skills. According to her, not only 
will everybody in the future be capable of 
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accessing computers and using them, but 
they will also develop new skills as a result 
of computer use. More specifically, this com-
putational thinking is based on the abstrac-
tions we use to formalize problems on the 
computer and on automation, which simula-
tes a certain number of processes. 
Jeannette Wing then sketched out the 
stages of a method in which different prac-
tices appear, such as deconstructing a pro-
blem, representing a problem adequately, 
evaluating the complexity involved in solving 
it, recursive thought and the verdict delive-
red on a system depending on its simplicity 
and the elegance of the solutions which it 
produces, etc. 
This presentation generated lively res-
ponses from the audience. In particular, 
many feared that the computational thin-
king described by Jeannette Wing sought to 
enslave human thought to machines and to 
strip mankind of the ability to think indepen-
dently. Others wondered if scientific thou-
ght, for example that of mathematicians 
and physicists can be rationalized and ma-
thematicized so easily that it is possible to 
automate it. Finally, some people wondered 
what the consequences of such an approach 
might be in education. These lively discus-
sions enabled Jeannette Wing to specify 
that the aim of her project was not to re-
place scientists with computers but, on the 
contrary, to promote new scientific practice 
by increasing scientific skills with the help of 
computers.
rePort on “neW PoWers and neW 




Jacques Berleur presented a paper entitled 
“Ethics and Regulation in an Information So-
ciety”. As one of the pioneers of research 
into the relationship between information 
and society, and having played a senior 
role in this field within his own university, 
Jacques Berleur has worked both as a parti-
cipant and informed observer in the work of 
WSIS and of the Internet Governance Forum 
which emerged from it.
After recalling the American Lawrence 
Lessig’s analyses on Internet standards (at 
the intersection of technical, economic, so-
cial and legal standards) and those of the 
Pierre Trudel from Quebec on the three types 
of regulation at work in an information society 
(self-regulation, regulations and coregu- 
lation), he focused on ethical aspects by refer- 
ring to Rafael Capurro’s approach according 
to which ethics enables us to problematize 
social issues.
On the subject of regulation by techno-
logy, he notes the heterogeneous nature of 
the players (IETF, W3C, ICANN, ISO) and of 
their aims (creating standards or protocols, 
managing addresses and domain names, 
administrative standardization) and draws 

















rounding ICANN: the excessive extent of the 
United States government’s involvement in 
critical resource management of the Inter-
net and its intrusion in the field of public po-
licy (whether this be human rights, access to 
infrastructure or cultural diversity, to name 
but a few examples).
On his favourite subject of self-regu-
lation, he emphasized the abundance of 
codes, charters and other guides to good 
practice and the fact that they demand little 
in the way of commitment from those who 
subscribe to them (whether it be netiquette 
between email users or internal Internet 
policies within companies or in other pro-
fessional areas such as health, business, 
online publishing, etc.). It seems that these 
commitments are directed at protecting the 
companies who subscribe to them rather 
than consumers and citizens. Since the aim 
lies not in taking part, one is entitled to ask 
to which standardized order self-regulation 
belongs.
 
Legal regulation suffers from several li-
mitations: the national nature of jurisdic-
tions, their lack of reactivity and flexibility 
and lack of technical expertise on the part of 
lawyers. Even European directives (such as 
those governing personal data protection) 
are not sufficient to encompass very diver-
se practices. Focusing just on Western na-
tions, the dominance of the American legal 
system and Council of Europe directives 
show that different approaches are at work, 
as demonstrated by Yves Poullet (Professor 
of law at CRID – FUNDP, Namur). Since the 
economy has given rise to a wave of dere-
gulation, regulation applies to protecting 
content, transactions and the fight against 
cybercrime – an approach which is defensi-
ble in general terms, but which poses a real 
threat to human rights.
 
The scientific challenge is therefore to 
uncover hidden interests in this regulation 
which come from every quarter. Scienti-
fic analyses must be brought to bear more 
heavily in the work of Internet Governance 
Forum. As far as the idea of creating a 
sort of Internet Bill of Rights is concerned 
stemming from civil society, or a plan for 
a Council of Europe Charter, it is important 
to define to which judicial tradition one is 
referring – the jurisprudential tradition of 
common law or the more prescriptive West-
phalian tradition.
In response to questions from the au-
dience, Jacques Berleur emphasized the 
need to record and explain the differences 
between different schools of thought on the 
issue of prescriptiveness, but also the need 
for regulatory pluralism which remains to 
be organized. And for well-defined areas in 
which to exercise these responsibilities.
 
The second speaker, Vittorio Berto-
la, introduced himself as an “institutional 
hacker”, because he has placed his infor-
mation technology skills at the service of 
many Internet governance authorities (ran-
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ging from ICANN to the dynamic Internet 
Bill of Rights coalition). He focused on the 
consequences of the peer-to-peer proto-
col, which according to him expresses the 
“social capacitation model” which is consti-
tuted by the Internet: it is no longer just 
major companies speaking up as vociferous-
ly as governments about communicating 
scientific, media or entertainment content, 
but also users, who are becoming increasin-
gly innovative, productive and aware of their 
power.
The ability to change the world has there- 
fore been reoriented from the centre 
outwards, from the bottom up and from 
injunction to consensus. This implies incor-
porating users into the fabric of policy be-
cause “the flatter the power, the less flat the 
world”. In order to connect the principle of 
the local with the global in Internet gover-
nance it would be necessary to conceptuali-
ze and guarantee the fundamental architec-
ture of the Internet end to end. A document 
could be submitted for approval after dia-
logue (which remains difficult) on common 
principles, overcoming differences and the 
actual process of this dialogue. 
The discussion leader, Bernard Benha-
mou, former advisor to the French Ambassa-
dor at WSIS (World Summit on the Informa-
tion Society) and current interdepartmental 
representative on Internet Use, opened the 
discussion with a short-term vision for the 
future: change is underway with the growth 
in mobile Internet and the Internet of ob-
jects1 and the convergence of nano-biotech-
nologies. Privacy has become the key ethi-
cal question.
Here too, the multiple normative stan-
dards of the Internet must be taken in to ac-
count: respect for fundamental rights would 
occur through the establishment of new ar-
chitectures; dialogue is necessary but must 
lead to the establishment of new rules at 
a time when the threat of “Little Sisters” 
(RFID chips) is replacing that of Big Brother. 
Two examples are offered: techniques for 
deactivating the chips and the creation of 
decentralized governance hubs for naming 
objects.
 However the whole issue remains of an 
authority which could coordinate such ini-
tiatives: controversy surrounding the role of 
the United States, Europe and the rest of 
the world (including China2), or of the UN 
and the IUT which accompanied the crea-
tion of ICANN has scarcely improved since 
WSIS.
Following these presentations, discussion 
focused on the dangers of technological de-
terminism on the one hand and on the need 
to avoid excluding the “bad sports” from the 
regulatory system on the other hand. 
Today, the Internet seems to be an es-
sential resource which governance could or 
1 Cf. The study “ Internet des Objets: quels enjeux pour les Européens ?” 
http://www.vox Internet.org/spip.php?article255&lang=fr
2 On this subject, a participant mentions the “ Euro-China Forum” of the Charles-Léopold Mayer Founda-

















should compare with the notion of common 
property, some say global public property 
(on a par with water, the climate or bio- 
diversity, for example). This requires a joint 
effort on the part of experts, bureaucrats, 
companies and users to “build standards de-
mocratically” and to allow fair decisions to 
be taken by transcending the simple frame- 
work of dialogue between multiple parties 
involved.
conclusion 
In conclusion, as we saw in the introduc-
tion to this report, we must bear in mind 
the speed of change linked to ICTs – in less 
than a quarter of a century they have trans-
formed the world in which we live. Not just 
the unprecedented speed of these develop-
ments, but also their unpredictable nature 
should be emphasized – they never occur-
red as predicted. They now affect the whole 
sphere of culture, science and, more gene-
rally, the whole chain leading from the pro-
duction to the consumption of knowledge. 
Therefore, contrary to what one might ima-
gine, technology is not creating a totally 
uniform culture. Particular traits and social 
hierarchies remain. Admittedly, creating 
uniformity across technologies and com-
munications protocols in particular requires 
everybody to share the same conventions 
– this is the price we pay for flawless com-
munications across the whole surface of 
the planet. However, the adoption of tech-
nologies, the use made of them and the 
meaning which we attribute to them vary 
greatly depending on the culture and peo-
ple. Many minority cultures have been able 
to maintain a link and a living culture thanks 
to communications technologies. Similarly, 
new communities and interest groups such 
as patient groups have appeared thanks to 
communications technologies. From this 
point of view, we can state that the world 
is not flat. 
Finally, despite growing aspirations to de-
mocracy, and to active participation for all, it 
has become necessary to establish content 
validation procedures which recognize diffe-
rent abilities and differentiate contributors 
according to ability. Here too, the world is 
not flat! 
The second important point is related to 
the role of ethics. This new world appearing 
before us actually mentions it increasingly 
often. We even see codes of ethics or ethical 
charters appearing in many professional as-
sociations and international organizations3. 
Yet frequently recourse to ethics rather than 
politics or law is ambiguous. Some say that it 
is at the point when politics no longer dares 
make its presence felt and steps aside out of 
respect for the rules of good governance that 
ethics occupies the centre stage. Others say 
that we do not draw a sufficiently clear dis-
tinction between ethics and morality, in the 
sense that we all too often tend to confuse 
reflection on the foundations of social norms 
3 The most recent in our field is the  “Global Network Initiative”
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– i.e. ethics – with the expression of these 
norms, in other words morality. UNESCO’s 
attempts to promote the notion of a code of 
ethics would seem to be altogether sympto-
matic in this respect. How can one actually 
claim to write a code of ethics when ethics 
lies at the root of the law and hence of every 
code? Furthermore, how can one conceive 
of it without referring to the other deter-
mining features of network use which are 
computer code and its applications, which 
are often opaque to users? In short, it is not 
simply a question of decreeing laws based 
on common sense which are acceptable to 
all; it is also above all necessary to con- 
sider the standards on which these rules are 
based. The importance of philosophical re-
flection on the theoretical basis of morality 
and on Internet praxis must therefore be 
emphasized. 
Finally, the third section deals with the 
political dimension: institutions have been 
regulating cyberspace for twenty years. 
Some have competence in infrastructure or 
in standardizing protocols and languages, 
such as IETF or W3C, for example. Others 
tackle eminently more sensitive or contro-
versial issues such as ICANN, which is res-
ponsible for allocating domain names. At the 
end of the day, current developments enable 
us to foresee substantial and rapid growth, 
in particular with the extension of the Inter-
net to objects. The political aspect of these 
regulatory bodies is no longer in any doubt. 
The United States currently plays the ma-
jor role. Europe and other continents will 
certainly need to be represented in theses 
institutions in the future. From this point of 
view, the world will not have to be totally 
flat nor subject to the hegemony of a single 
country. However, it will also be necessary to 
uphold the fundamental principles of open-
ness, transparency and fair access which 
formed the basis of the development of in-
formation technologies, and of the Internet 
in particular. Although many people want all 
countries of the world to be represented in 
these institutions, some fear that emerging 
nations aspire to fragment the Internet. This 
would allow greater state control in an area 
in which they feel the most deprived of it. 
This risk seems all the more great because 
ideals of transparency and freedom are not 
shared equally across the globe.
 
In this respect, we should note that over 
the centuries many educated men, inspired 
by the Enlightenment ideal, aspired to a uni-
versalization of the fundamental principles 
of freedom and equality - in other words, a 
flat world. Yet today we observe the exis-
tence of cultural differences despite the ten-
dency of communications technologies to 
create uniformity. Many people would now 
like achieve a world which would respect 
differences, allow conflict and permit diffe-
rent points of view to confront each other, 
come what may. In short, having confirmed 
that the world of information technology is 
not flat, some people are laying claim to the 
uneven surface of cyberspace and its regu-
lation: not only is the world which is emer-
ging not flat, but the world which we are 
creating should not be flat either! 
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